.a belt of pseudo-countryside, flowerless, dusty, with stunted
trees. Wherever a green meadow or a shady wood offered a
notice forbade me to approach it.

Of country pursuits little was to be seen. The countryfolk
devoted their energies to stilling the tea-drinking mania of my
compatriots. Every hut and hamlet bore the sign Teas'. Once
I rode in search of the Thames, the chief river of my native
land. After some hours I discovered it at Staines and spent a
week's salary on the hire of a punt. This I propelled, until
I tired, between a double row of notices offering me tea,
forbidding me to land, and threatening me with prosecution,
I came back believing that I had had a good day. The lot of
a Londoner did not then seem to me insufferable, I knew
nothing else. Long afterwards, when I saw other cities and
countries, my gorge began to rise. Am I right now or was I
right then? Anyway, when people speak longingly of their
childhood and youth I feel superior to them, because my own
were so dull that the present is infinitely preferable. I feel that
I am living on an ascending, they on a descending scale of
happiness. Those grey London years, before I sailed down
Southampton Water bound for France, are like the wasteful
blank pages that inexplicably begin most books.

For I am a Londoner. My father came from the West
Country and my mother from Ireland, but I was born in St.
John's Wood and spent nearly all my days before the war
between Shoot Up Hill, a pleasant name, strangely bestowed
before the Petrol Age, and St. Paul's. Only once, when I was
very young, did we go to live at Southend, where the sea at
stated times retires oiit of sight. On these vast mud flats I
wandered, and saw with quaking heart a drowned man fished
out of the sea. Here my infant sister fell face downward while
paddling in the fringes of the sea, during one of its rare visi-
tations, and my mother with piercing cries rushed in her heavy
flounced skirts and petticoats to rescue her, and, $carlet*faced
and shamed by so much commotion, I drove home with them
in a brougham. Here my father told me how he had kicked
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